Health scientists who engage in brownfield redevelopment face three challenges. The first is time and financial pressure. For every brownfields site that is on 10 or more acres, is well located with respect to transportation and other infrastructure, and will host a redevelopment of ≥ $100 million, there will be 20 or more that will be on less than 3-acre sites located in an unfavorable location that has little obvious appeal to private investors. Federal and state governments will have to induce private and local government investments by providing tax breaks and starter money, including some subsidy of pollution cleanup costs. And, unlike Superfund sites, where years sometimes passed between government actions, building commercial properties and/or housing on brownfields requires a streamlined permitting process. It also will require the consideration of unusual proposals. For example, to make enough money to pay the cleanup costs, a housing developer can be expected to ask for more units per acre, for permission to put parking on top of areas with residual contamination, and for deed restrictions on the use of property. Environmental scientists working in state and local government may find brownfields cases placed at the top of their action list, with a demand for action in a matter of a few weeks or a month, rather than months or years. Environmental health scientists in companies will be pressed to develop and use monitoring equipment that provides quick and decisive information to investors. The development of miniaturized sampling equipment is being spurred by brownfield projects.
The second challenge is dealing with developers and local officials who have forgotten or are ignoring the reason that the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency initiated the brownfields program. From personal experience, I have learned that some local governments do not differentiate between brownfield and uncontaminated sites. For example, the fact that a project has a major plume beneath it and that the plume is draining into a river that feeds into a potable water supply will not discourage some developers from expecting environmental scientists to agree with redevelopment schemes that pose measurable public health and ecologic risks. Deed restrictions that require occupants not to dig underground or not to use basements for a bedroom may not be followed or enforced. Environmental scientists charged with evaluating proposals may be viewed as anti-redevelopment irrational conservatives when they raise objections to proposals. A good imagination is required to demonstrate the unsuitability of some development proposals. For example, in one case, we persuaded a number of local governments that their goal of turning all of their brownfields into commercial activities would lead to traffic congestion and parking problems along their narrow side streets.
The third challenge is dealing with project neighbors. In our public surveys, it is clear that the public does not necessarily trust its local elected officials' and developers' characterizations of environmental risk, nor their assertions that the local infrastructure and schools can meet added demands caused by redevelopment (Greenberg et al. 2001 money. From my experience in the role of "expert" at chemical weapon stockpile sites, electricity-generating facilities using nuclear fuels, and brownfield sites, I have learned that providing honest, concise information in often emotionally charged circumstances while facing unpredictable audiences and television cameras is a remarkable challenge to every bit of scientific and communication training we have. Despite the stresses, environmental health scientists need to participate in brownfields redevelopment because, at best, a brownfield site is a neighborhood black eye, and, at worst, it becomes a neighborhood "cancer," spreading its disease to surrounding properties and causing people and businesses with any options to leave the neighborhood.
